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US President Bill Clinton made a ten-hour visit to Cartagena, Colombia, Aug. 30, the first visit to the
country by a US president in a decade. Following the approval of US$1.3 billion in mostly military
US aid, Clinton's visit was a show of support for Colombian President Andres Pastrana. While many
Colombians hailed the visit, leaders from neighboring countries and human rights organizations
renewed their criticism of the military component of the US aid.
The trip sought to boost support for Pastrana's US$7.5 billion Plan Colombia which is partially
funded by the US aid to fight drug trafficking, continue peace negotiations with the insurgents,
strengthen the economy, and improve the justice system. "Colombia's democracy is under attack,"
Clinton said in a televised address to Colombians on the eve of his visit. "Profits from the drug trade
fund civil conflict. Powerful forces make their own law, and you face danger every day."
Clinton tried to alleviate Colombians' fears of US involvement in the country. "We have no military
objective," he said. "We do not believe your conflict has a military solution. Our approach is both
pro-peace and anti-drug." Clinton was also aware of the concerns of neighboring countries, and
he promised that the US would help them if they suffered because of the implementation of Plan
Colombia.

Colombia's neighbors cool to Plan Colombia
All five countries that border on Colombia are worried that Plan Colombia could cause a flood of
refugees escaping the inevitable intensification of the war. All five countries have said they would
reinforce their borders when Plan Colombia is implemented, and all said they would not participate
in any multilateral military action.
Just before Clinton's visit, both Peruvian President Alberto Fujimori and Venezuelan Foreign
Minister Jose Vicente Rangel criticized the military content of the US aid, warning that it could
intensify the guerrilla war. "A deepening of the conflict in Colombia...could trigger a massive
displacement of Colombians toward various neighboring countries," said Rangel. "Our concern is
shared with Peru, Ecuador, Panama, and Brazil. We respect Colombia's decisions, at the same time
we have the right to be worried."
Venezuela believes that dialogue between the Colombian government and the rebels is the best way
to end the conflict. "We believe peace has to be achieved through negotiations more than anything
else," said a Venezuelan official. "With US aid, some people in the Colombian army might no longer
want negotiations." Earlier in August, Ecuadoran Foreign Minister Heinz Moeller said efforts to
remove the "cancerous tumor" of Colombia's drug trade could cause the "disease" to spread into
Ecuador.
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And Brazilian Foreign Minister Luiz Felipe Lampreia said his government was concerned that the
use of chemicals to spray drug crops in Colombia's Amazon region could have devastating effects
throughout the Amazon. "The Amazon jungle has a delicate ecosystem," said Lampreia, pointing
out that Colombia and the US had neither confirmed nor denied reported plans to use defoliants
and herbicides to kill drug crops.
In Panama, Interior Minister Winston Spadafora said that "although we are in no condition to
comment on whether the Plan should be implemented, I personally believe it would not be a good
idea." Critics compare Colombia to Vietnam, El Salvador Critics of the US aid cite the danger of
an escalation of US involvement as happened in Vietnam. "I think you can get paralysed by the
analogy," said Sandy Berger, Clinton's national security advisor. "You should learn from what
happened before. But the fact is this is nothing similar whatsoever. We're talking about a few
hundred American people going to train some Colombian army battalions."
Pastrana also tried to dispel the Vietnam comparison, saying Colombia's guerrillas "have never
had the kind of support the Vietcong once enjoyed." "Vietnam was a civil war, while what we have
in Colombia is an internal conflict, which has lasted 40 years and which we are trying to solve in
the best way possible," Pastrana said at the summit of Latin American nations Aug. 31-Sept. 1 in
Brasilia.
Provisions of the aid bill limit US presence to no more than 500 US soldiers and 300 contract
employees in Colombia at any one time, and they are barred from combat. Colombian and US
officials say this ensures that the US will not become directly involved in the nation's long-running
civil war. "We are not offering to engage US troops. It's not on the table. It's simply not going to
happen," said US drug czar Barry McCaffrey, a leading proponent of the US aid.
But even without US combat troops in Colombia, critics argue that the aid could intensify and
prolong the civil war. And both the Colombian military and the rebels expect an escalation of the
conflict. "There will be peace, but first there will be war," said Colombia's armed forces chief Gen.
Fernando Tapias in an interview published in Brazil Aug. 20. "If they implement Plan Colombia, in
practice they will have the worst conflict that this country has ever seen. And we will be ready for it,"
said Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) commander Raul Reyes.
The US military equipment is ostensibly restricted to counternarcotics operations, but those
operations include actions against guerrillas suspected of protecting coca and poppy fields. The
provisions also allow the Colombian military to use US equipment to defend forces under attack by
guerrillas.
"The administration has sworn up and down it knows what it's doing and where to draw the line
on this issue, but as we get into this fight, the US is going to realize that there is no line," said Adam
Isacson of the Center for International Policy in Washington. "I think there is a very great danger
that this kind of thing can increase little by little, and all of a sudden you will be in far more deeply
than you ever wished to be," said Robert White, a former ambassador to El Salvador and now
president of the Center for International Policy. White said this could lead to a situation such as
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that in El Salvador, where US involvement "postponed peace in Central America and divided and
angered a lot of people at home."

US waiver of human rights provisions bring protests
Although the US aid was conditioned on an improvement in human rights in Colombia, on Sept. 22
Clinton signed a waiver on national security grounds (see NotiSur, 2000-08-25). Cynthia Arnson, a
Latin America specialist at the Woodrow Wilson Center, said US security concerns have, in the past,
been used by the US government to subordinate human rights problems. "The message that they
[the Colombian Army] receive is the same one that the Salvadoran army received for a decade," said
Arnson, "which is that we will support you no matter what because your fight is our fight and what
you're doing is in the national security interest of the United States."
Human rights groups also point out the links between the Colombian military and right-wing
paramilitary groups. McCaffrey denied there is any "overt linkage between the state and
paramilitary groups" and said he has witnessed a "watershed change" in the way Colombia's
military operates. "The Colombian police and armed forces have changed their training systems,"
said McCaffrey. "They are now committed to the general notion of human rights. They are
transparent to the news media."
On the eve of Clinton's visit, Amnesty International (AI), Human Rights Watch (HRW), and the
Washington Office on Latin America (WOLA) released a comprehensive report criticizing US
policy in Colombia and charging that the Colombian government has done little to halt abuses
by security forces. While the aid package requires the military to promptly suspend personnel
"credibly" accused of gross abuses, the report said "dozens...not only remain on active duty but are
in command of troops or carrying out intelligence work, and are regularly promoted."
The report said that Pastrana had not met even the one requirement that Clinton certified he had
ordering the armed forces to stop pushing for military trials for suspected human rights violators
and leave their cases up to civilian courts. Clinton cited Pastrana's Aug. 17 presidential directive that
military personnel accused of "genocide, torture, and forced disappearances" be tried in civilian
courts.
But that left out violations such as murder or cooperating with the paramilitaries. "Partial
compliance...is not adequate," the report said. "Full means complete not partial, not mostly but
total." "If there is anything the US should learn from the last 40 years in Vietnam and Latin America,
it is that you cannot defeat your enemies if your allies violate human rights," said Jose Manuel
Vivanco, director of HWR/Americas.

Specter of Yankee imperialism raised
For some in Colombia, Clinton's visit showed that, despite the end of the Cold War, the US still
considers intervention in Latin America legitimate for various national security or economic reasons.
"I would call it a neo-neocolonialism, for while there is no military intervention they will provide
advanced technology that the enemy (in this case the guerrillas and the drug traffickers) does
not possess to try to turn the tide in the conflict," said political analyst and Universidad Nacional
professor Jose David Cortes.
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Consuelo Ahumada, an international affairs analyst and professor at Bogota's Javeriana University,
also sees the aid as more US intervention in Latin America. "In 1990, the US stopped looking at
communism as the great threat and refocused its sights on the drug trade," she said. "The drug
war has become a pretext to intervene in countries like Colombia." [Sources: Inter Press Service,
08/24/00; The Miami Herald, 08/29/00, 08/30/00; Notimex, 08/30/00; Associated Press, 08/14/00,
08/30/00, 09/01/00; Reuters, 08/23/00, 08/24/00, 09/01/00; The New York Times, 08/31/00, 09/01/00; El
Nuevo Herald (Miami), 09/01/00; Spanish news service EFE, 08/29/00, 08/31/00, 09/02/00]
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